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 Tennessee Williams, renowned as one of America’s Southern play-
wrights, often portrayed individuals from Mississippi, his home state. 
In most of his plays, the character who represents the South struggles 
with the difficulties of adjusting to the harsh realities of life. Both 
Amanda Wingfield in The Glass Menagerie and Blanche DuBois in A 
Streetcar Named Desire spent the brilliant days of their girlhoods on 
the plantations of the South, but after reaching adulthood they suf-
fered poverty and faced severe realities; hence they frequently retreat 
into the glorious memories of their past.
 In Conversations with Tennessee Williams, in a transcription of an 
interview broadcast live by CBS-TV in 1960,
i
 Tennessee Williams, Yukio 
Mishima and Dilys Powell(a scholar of ancient Greek theater) talk to-
gether from their home countries about literary issues. Williams and 
Mishima apparently felt sympathy toward one another and their re-
spective works. Williams says: “I think you in Japan are close to us in 
the southern states of the United States.”
ii
 Williams and Mishima agree 




 These two writers, though, do not appear to be of similar type. 
Mishima is rather known as a writer of various genres and subjects, 
ranging from a novel based on a Buddhist who burned the Golden Pa-
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vilion to plays adapted from Noh and Kabuki theater. He also wrote on 
political issues and penned literary essays. How then could these two 
writers feel sympathetic toward each other’s works? What comprises 
the “brutality and elegance” that seem to connect both authors? In this 
paper, I would like to consider aspects common to Mishima and Wil-
liams, through their biographies and their works. First, I would like to 
study their biographies.
 Tennessee Williams was born in 1911 in Columbus, Mississippi, in 
his grandparents’ house, where he was also raised. His grandfather was 
an Episcopal priest and often took Williams to the houses in his parish. 
Williams’ father was a salesman and often away from home, so Wil-
liams was doted upon by his mother and grandparents. He began writ-
ing in his teens. He entered the University of Missouri, later transfer-
ring to Washington University, finally entering the University of Iowa, 
where he studied theater. He was briefly employed at a shoe factory, 
but could not bear it and soon quit. He continually suffered from pov-
erty, but never gave up writing. 
 In 1944, his first major production, The Glass Menagerie, proved to 
be a new hit and he was finally recognized in America as a professional 
playwright. After that success, he wrote many plays, some of them big 
hits, but many were not accepted well by the critics. He suffered severe 
criticism, especially after the 60’s, but kept writing until his death in 
1983.
 Yukio Mishima, on the other hand, born in 1925 in Yotsuya, To-
kyo, came from an elite family. Both his grandfather and father were 
government officials. Until the age of 12, Mishima was raised by his 
grandmother, a descendent of the Matsudaira family (the Tokugawa 
shogunate.) She influenced Mishima greatly in education and culture, 
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often accompanying him to Kabuki theater. He was educated in an elite 
school, entered Tokyo University and majored in law. His adolescence 
was during the time of continuous air raids, and he was shocked by the 
defeat of Japan. 
 Mishima began writing while in elementary school; when he was 16 
years of age, Hanazakari-no Mori, or Forest in Full Bloom, was pub-
lished in a literary magazine. Although he wished to be a writer, he 
entered the Ministry of Finance after graduating from university and 
continued writing under stable conditions. After he became a popular 
writer, he quit the Ministry and concentrated on writing, producing 
novels, serial novellas, plays and essays. He was also an actor and film 
director, and was well known for his political activities as a nationalist. 
In 1970, he committed suicide over his objection to the Constitution.
 As reflected in their personal histories, Mishima was a member of 
the elite from birth and lived comfortably, managing both social and 
creative work; Williams, in contrast, led rather an opposite type of life, 
suffering poverty and leading a bohemian existence until achieving his 
success. 
 But we can find some similarities, too; both writers were influenced 
by and very close to their grandparents in childhood, and both were 
proud of their ancestors
iv
. Both also began writing at a very young age, 
and both were once considered for the Nobel Prize in Literature, but did 
not receive it.
 Another point we might be able to say common is that Williams 
and Mishima each had a sister, to whom they were very close, and, in a 
sense, both lost them. Mitsuko, Mishima’s sister, died of typhus at the 
age of 17, and Williams’ sister Rose was institutionalized all her life 
after a failed lobotomy operation. Mishima and Williams were deeply 
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shocked by these incidents.
 In now focusing on their works, I’d like to discuss the female char-
acters in the works of both writers: Blanche and Amanda from Wil-
liams’, Asako and Sueko from Mishima’s. These characters seem not to 
have much in common and have not often been compared. The decisions 
they made, especially in marriage, daily life, and relations with their 
families seem very different. However, by looking closely at these char-
acters I think we can find similarities that correlate to similarities in 
the two writers themselves. 
 From Williams’ works I will discuss A Streetcar Named Desire and 
The Glass Menagerie. The protagonists in each work are women from 
Mississippi who are depicted as impressive characters with strong 
southern elements. Both Blanche in Streetcar and Amanda in Menag-
erie retreat into the South’s glorious past and cannot cope with the 
modern real world. Both once escaped from the South and chose to live 
with the men whom they loved, not the men their parents advised them 
to marry. 
 However, Amanda’s husband disappeared; Blanche’s husband be-
trayed her and committed suicide. Ultimately, Blanche is hospitalized 
and Amanda is abandoned by her son; both are deserted and in desper-
ate situations. The results of their choosing to leave the South and its 
traditional way of life turned out to be most unfortunate. Amanda 
complains:
AMANDA: Well, in the South we had so many servants. Gone, 
gone, gone. All vestige of gracious living! Gone completely! ... 
All of my gentlemen callers were sons of planters and so of 
course I assumed that I would be married to one and raise my 
family on a large piece of land with plenty of servants....I mar-
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ried no planter! I married a man who worked for the telephone 
company! (442)
v
Here we can see her deep regret regarding her decision.
 From Mishima’s work I will address The Rokumeikan, his most 
popular play. In this work, there are two major female characters: Asa-
ko and Sueko, who have strong personalities. Both live securely privi-
leged lives: Asako’s husband is a Cabinet minister and Sueko’s is a mar-
quis. Both married valuing the societal custom, not for love. 
Asako despises and has been betraying her husband, she has long been 
in love with an anti-government leader. For Sueko, a direct descendent 
of the Kuge family (court nobles), it is normal to strictly adhere to 
various customary conventions. Sueko says:
SUEKO: Both her [Sueko’s daughter’s]
vi
 parents are from aristo-
cratic families, but like her ancestors who did not know what 
to do with their long sleeves, she loves radical things. True 
aristocratic blood is radical blood. Just as only the rich can 
despise money, so can we with a warehouse full of conventions 
despise conventions. (9)
vii
She knows conventions so well that she can also cut her way through 
them easily. Asako and Sueko thus live in comfort, though they keep 
their real feelings apart from their daily lives.
 As the above indicates, the two writers’ female characters’ atti-
tudes toward life seem to follow two opposite vectors. Blanche and 
Amanda value their honest feelings, dropping out of their privileged 
world and winding up in miserable conditions, whereas Asako and Sue-
ko value their world of privilege and hide their feelings elsewhere. Are 
these, then, antithetical characters?
 They seem to follow opposite vectors, but if we look closely, we find 
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that they have three points common: first, their intense personalities; 
second, they represent something that is disappearing from their cul-
tures. In Williams it is the old South; in Mishima it is the old Japan. As 
Nancy Tischler says, Amanda “is a symbol of a dying Civilization,”
viii
 
whereas Asako and Sueko are, according to Henry Stokes, “the repre-
sentatives of vanishing Japan.”
ix
 These characters symbolize something 
with which people in the South and Japan were once familiar; that 
something, I believe, includes “elegance.”
 The third point we can see in common is “mendacity.” This was 
Mishima’s favorite word.
x
 He often uses it in describing his ideas. In 
Asako and Sueko, we can easily find mendacity. Studies of Meiji-era 
Japan show that it was then rather absurd to marry for love. The mar-
riages of Asako and Sueko, which were based on social class, can there-
fore be regarded as conventional. But more than that, Asako was disin-
terested in her husband and “lived upon her betrayal.”
xi
 Moreover, the 
class to which Sueko belongs is described as “a class that has long lived 
the graceful and exclusive culture: patterns of mendacity.”
xii
 
 Mendacity in Japanese culture can be described as keeping up ap-
pearances, so as not to disgrace oneself. Regarding this, Mishima points 
out, in A Fount of Feelings: “Japanese people find truth in appearances. 
We consider truth as being on the outside. You [Williams and American 
people]
xiii
 perhaps consider it to be on the inside. And on that point, our 
‘mendacity’ and yours differ. Truth lies inside for you, and when you 
deceive it, you will call that ‘mendacity.’”
xiv
 What Mishima means is 
that the works of both himself and Williams involve mendacity, but 
that it differs in style. What, then, is the mendacity of Williams’ char-
acters?
 As I explained above, Amanda and Blanche have no falsehood or 
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betrayal in their feelings. However, as a result of their decisions based 
on their honest feelings, they cannot manage in the real world. As 
Tischler says, “Retreating from the harsh reality of the Depression to 
the illusion of herself in the legendary Old South of elegant beaux and 
belles makes the present somehow more bearable for Amanda.”
xv
 
 Neither Amanda nor Blanche had expected the ultimate result of 
their deciding not to follow the customary way of their society, but the 
outcome was that they could not live outside the South. In this, I think, 
resides their mendacity.
 Or perhaps the mendacity resides in the South itself, where, below 
the surfaces of “elegant beaux and belles,” there seems to be corruption 
and decadence. As Louise Blackwell points out, “Since Blanche had ad-
justed to an abnormal family life, she was unable, when she had the 
opportunity, to relate to the so-called normal world of her sister.”
xvi
 
Williams’ heroines tried to live honestly, escaping from the mendacity 
of the South; however, it was only the South that they could cling to, 
after all. It influenced the women so deeply that they could not escape 
it. Ironically, they had no choice but to live with the mendacity of the 
South, even after they had collapsed in despair.
 Therefore, we can say that the women in both Mishima’s and Wil-
liams’ works live in mendacity, although in different style. Asako and 
Sueko live in falsehood intentionally, to keep up appearances, and by 
doing so they protect their truths. Blanche and Amanda once left the 
world of mendacity in search of their truths, but consequently return; 
they are already deeply influenced by the South, and now it is the only 
place for them to live. 
 In both writers’ works, we can perhaps say that the society or the 
social system caused them to live in that way. Thus we percieve the 
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common aspects of mendacity in both writers’ works.
 Thus, these writings of Williams and Mishima share several com-
mon aspects: female characters with intense personalities; “faded” or 
“vanishing” cultures represented by the women; and the world of men-
dacity in which the women are forced to live. 
 There remains one more question, then: what is the “brutality” 
that both writers mentioned, saying it resides in their works? To dis-
cuss this point, I’d like to focus on the final scenes of A Streetcar Named 
Desire and The Ruokumeikan.
 In A Streetcar, Blanche is taken to a mental institution in the end. 
It has been widely recognized that Blanche goes mad at the end of the 
play. But when observing Blanche’s condition from scene 1 to scene 
11(final scene) in detail, we can scarcely find evidence that her condition 
has changed before and after scene 11. Her noticeable behaviors in scene 
11, such as long speeches and a tendency to retreat into imagination, 
are already displayed in the previous scenes: no change in her condition. 
Why, then, was she taken to an asylum? 
 This makes Blanche’s “madness” ambiguous
xvii
. If we view the play 
from this perspective, it can be said that Blanche was institutionalized 
for reasons involving her sister’s family, to cover up an inconvenient 
truth. Thus we can see brutality in human beings, the ability to sacri-
fice others in order to survive in a community.
 In Rokumeikan as well, brutality can be seen in the final scene. The 
death of her son is announced to Asako; Hisao, the secret son of Asako 
and Kiyohara (anti-government leader), is mistakenly shot by his fa-
ther. Asako’s efforts to dissuade Kiyohara from breaking into the ball, 
and Hisao from shooting his father, turned out to be in vain and invited 
the brutal tragedy in which, Hisao makes his father kill him in revenge 
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for lack of love.
 Asako’s manner is graceful throughout the scenes, even after 
learning of her son’s death. She dances with her husband, saying, “A 
mother dances in mourning for her son’s death, you see.
xviii
” Asako’s 
graceful manner is ironically juxtaposed with the brutal outcome.
 Thus, on multiple levels and in various meanings there is much in 
common between Mishima and Williams, and between their works. 
Knowing that brutality and elegance are congruent must be one of the 
reasons they felt sympathy. 
 From their first meeting in 1957, Williams and Mishima main-
tained a good friendship, visiting one another in their own countries. It 
is known that some of Williams’ works were inspired by Mishima’s 
Noh play. Right after Williams had visited Japan in October, 1970, 
Mishima committed suicide. Subsequently, Williams changed the title 
of his play, The Day on Which the Artist Dies, to The Day on Which a 
Man Dies, and under the title he wrote: “For Yukio Mishima in token 
of long friendship and much admiration.
xix
” Though in this essay I have 
focused on but a few aspects of the two writers, I believe that by study-
ing more about them, we will come to better understand their works.
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